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Editorial
Reading Lightly

By

Peter Vander Meer

Have you ever tried to read with your hands? Have
you ever touched the cool damp of the virgin blue
mimeograph or the raised crusted words on the still
burning-hot xerox sheet? I have tried to read them
by their shape. Braille amazes me when I see it in the
elevator, and I touch it, closing my eyes to guess the
one, the two, the emergency stop. I imagine the words
flow under my fingers, and I try to imagine the story
flowing over me, from my imaginary agile fingers up
my arms, into my understanding. I am handicapped,
though. I read through my eyes, and I can forget the
wonder that the story that flows across the page, for
I don't quite touch it.
My eyes also hide my reading. They move the
words inside, and once they enter, I can wring their
necks, and lose them in the recesses. As the reader
touches words of Braille, the difference in height give
the meaning, and if the paper is pressed flat, so go
the words. We too must be careful not to iron them
down before we allow them to do their work.
We rightly celebrate the perspectives that we have
on the world, the forebearers, both familial and
intellectuat that we accept as our own. We pick and
choose rejecting the words that we cannot identify
with our souls. This is our education, certainly more
than are the facts and skills that we accumulate. The
words that we choose to live; they serve us if we try
to serve them. It is right to do so, and we must
somehow decide.
When we find the star to our wandering, when we
find our bearings, we must also realize the height and
breadth of the territory we inhabit. It is possible to
find our position, and sometimes we find it possible
to deny that other coordinates are on the map. Our
very act of choosing should imply the other points to
us, and the difficulty of our choice the fuzziness of
our measures. Let us not forget our propensity to
hope that we are the one, the only one. We must keep
it before us, because in the celebration of the

perspectives we inhabit, we run the risk of grasping
at too much.
Reading a story tells much about a person. The
choice of the story first, but also the reading itself,
which cannot be a dividing of oneself from the action.
A story must not only draw one in, it must create a
person in the story who is you. One must become
the author and the character, and do so despite, and
perhaps without, one's own "perspective". One must
live for awhile as another. Stepping outside of oneself
is essential if we are even to attempt knowing another.
Some might say that we should step outside into a
distant, objective vision, but it seems more
appropriate to sometimes step into another's view,
not away from it. That we cannot do so has no bearing
on the matter, for there is nobility in the trying itself.
If we make the effort, we accept a part of the author
into ourself for awhile. We push ourselves into the
matter soon enough, and it is proper to question the
ideas of the other. But we should do so only after
having understood the other, having seen and finally
understanding what they mean in the context of their
person. Until we accomplish some knowledge of the
universe that they inhabit, we will touch only the
edges of the questions, and talk past each others'
shoulders.
And so, although our perspectives are rightly
celebrated, and the various lineages and traditions
that nourish us are respected, let us also knock on
the gate as the outsiders, as poor participants of recent
origin. It is ours by inheritance, perhaps, but not quite
earned. We are called in off the street, and so let us
not glory in our places by the host but in the grace
by which we are here for the night. We are late arrivals
to the party, and we all will be gone in the morning.

This issue is dedicated to the memory of Calvin senior
Brian Roseberry, who died Friday, May 3.
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King Arthur: The Man Behind the Myth
By Matthew

The legend of King Arthur immediately captivates
our imagination and transports us back to a golden
age of chivalric knights in shining armor and damsels
in distress. This legend has not only survived the
passing centuries, it has continued to grow and adapt
to our changing world. The legend has had a life of
its own. Recent movies like First Knight and books
like T.H. White's The Once and Future King continue
the mythical reign of King Arthur into the present
day. It seems that the persona of Arthur has grown
to embody the entire Middle Ages, so that the figure
of Arthur represents for us all of the heroism, religion
and shining glory that we associate with those
cathedral built years. In certain ways, King Arthur
has come to represent our vision of those ancient,
forgotten and dark centuries, in such a way that our
imagination has painted more of our picture than
anything else.
Our contemporary form of the myth arose out of a
historical context, and modern historical scholarship
has attempted to understand that context in order to
understand the myth. Modern historical views of the
myth generally view Arthur as spurious and
ahistorical, arising out of literature, not fact. The myth
of Arthur, as such, serves important societal needs
and feeds our imaginations, but does not offer
valuable insights into the Dark Ages from which he
supposedly sprang. Sir John Rhys and Sir Edmund
K. Chambers, two of Britain's greatest Arthurian
scholars, claimed, at the turn of the century, that King
Arthur is actually a representation of a native British
god, probably of harvest (Chambers 235). In this,
Arthur is seen in mythical terms that in no way
intrude on actual historical reality. The figure of
Arthur began and remains a myth for Rhys and
Chambers (Chambers 291). To try to move beyond
the myth to history is not possible, according to Leslie
Alcock who took up the case for a historical Arthur
in his 1974 book Arthur's Britain. For Arthur, there is
neither inscription, seat nor site to prove his historicity
(Alcock 267). John Morris in his work The Age of
Arthur allows for the possibility of an "elusive" King
Arthur who may have historically been a ruler and a
conqueror, but who will ever remain as shrouded in
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mist as his aisle of Avalon. As long as fiction yields
literature and fact history, Arthur remains a literary
masterpiece and not a historical figure. He shares
his world with the other imaginative elements that
compose fictive fairy tale. He was born, bred and
has lived on in myth, and in myth he should remain.
That seems to be the common consensus, with rare
exception, among historians concerned with Dark
Ages Britain.
This view of the Arthur myth, though modern,
reaches back historiographically to the twelfth
century for its initial expressions, coming out of
cultural and political struggles between England and
Wales. It picked up steam in the eighteenth century
when the modern notion that fiction is not true was
cemented, and history moved even further away from
literature (Roemer 173). This perception of the world,
with its close delineation of fact and fictional story,
dates back, some say, to the dawning of philosophy
in Greece, and the Celtic folk world has traditionally
been at odds to it (Graves 11). Socrates in Plato's
Phaedrus, for example, uncompromisingly rejects
early Greek mythology as "vulgar cleverness,"
"ridiculous" and requiring "abundant leisure" (Ibid).
In the twelfth century, this view, still strong, was
applied to the Arthur myth by Henry II of England
to bolster anti-Welsh sentiment in Europe as part of
England's long-standing political conflicts with
Wales. Regarding myth as spurious history relevant
only to simple religion or literature has been culturally
bound within the Graeco-Roman tradition (Roemer
174). The Celtic tradition, however, has tended to
make great use of mythology in telling the historical
story, and in that tradition myths have typically been
regarded as "reliable enough as history once their
language is understood and allowance has been made
for errors in transcription, misunderstandings of
obsolete ritual, and deliberate changes introduced for
moral or political reasons" (Graves 13). In the case of
King Arthur, the Celtic tradition allows for the door
to be opened, for one not already dogmatically
persuaded, to the possibility of arriving at history
through mythology (Markale Celtic Civilization 14).
It is only by working from this tradition that any
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historical reality can be constructed for Arthur,
because the physical evidence demanded by modern
historical research is not readily available. This
should not discontinue research, however, as the
historicity of other figures is well documented
without this type of evidence. Socrates himself is one
example of this type. Indeed, much of the world's
greatest literature is mythological and at the same
time historical. The best example of this is the Iliad of
Homer, proven historical when the city of Troy was
discovered (Goodrich King 13). It is in following such
a tradition that this paper seeks to place King Arthur
in his historical context, to examine what the historical
reality of the great myth would have been.
In order to understand the man, it is necessary to
understand the myth, which has had its own life, as
well as the figure of Arthur himself. In regard to the
myth itself, its origins lie among the Votadini, a tribe
of Brythons * on the banks of the river Forth in
southern Scotland and ancestors of the modern Welsh
in Gwynedd (Davies 51). The earliest literary sources
of the myth were kept as part of the official oral
repertoire of the court bards, and among the common
people, the story was preserved by wandering bards
known as the eirchiad. These sources have been
treasured among the Welsh, and until 1888 were kept
a closely guarded bardic secret. They are published
today under the titles Annales Cambriae and Trioedd
Ynys Prydein, the Annals of Wales and the Welsh
Triads, respectively. These are the earliest known
accounts of King Arthur, and before 1888 were known
only to professional bards in Wales. Unfortunately,
the nature of these sources makes them difficult for
modern research, because they were designed for an
oral tradition of history. As such, they are constructed
in metrical triads and are not designed for historical
proof. Essentially, they are of the same format as
Homer's Iliad, in that they are more like metrical
stories than modern historical narratives.
Nevertheless, the value of their addition to Arthurian
research has been incalculable. Other sources in
addition to these are the Historia Britonum by Nennius,
the Mabinogion, The Black Book of Carmarthen, the
Northern Annals and The Red Book of Hergest. Of these,
the Historia Briton um has been the most helpful in that
its author and date, circa 800, are known. The
Mabinogion has also been quite useful, although it is
not directly concerned with Arthur. The others are
collections of poems and tales dating from the ninth

* The Brythonic people were a branch of British Celts
whose lands used to cover the whole of southern Britain
from the Lowlands of Scotland through Cornwall. Their
language and culture were inherited by the Welsh, Cornish,
and Breton people.
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and tenth centuries. From the ancient home of the
Welsh, southern Scotland, come two more important
sources, De excidio et Conquestu Britanniae by Saint
Gildas and the poem "Gododdin" by Aneirin. These
sources date from about 500 and 600 respectively.
These Welsh sources constitute the earliest material
available about King Arthur, and it is important to
remember when working with the early medieval
sources that almost all of these have not been available
outside of Wales until quite recently. Consequently,
the modern scholar has a picture of Arthur not earlier
available outside of Wales.
These ancient sources do not, however, simply offer
one portrait of the king, nor should they, as they each
approach the figure in a different way. It is possible,
though, to have a glimpse into the life of Arthur on
the basis of these Welsh sources. From these sources,
King Arthur emerges as a Brythonic chieftain
defending his homeland from marauding, heathen
Saxons. He was noticeably not as the French
romances have him, shining in armor, chivalric and
domineering. It is important to remember that until
recently these sources were unknown outside of
Welsh bardic society much less Wales.
The legend of King Arthur first appeared to the
outside world in 1136 with Geoffrey of Monmouth's
Historia Regum Britanniae. Geoffrey claimed to have
based his tale on an obscure Brythonic text written
by an unknown author named Merlin. His story
portrays a very Roman King Arthur, a Dux Limitum
Britannicarum, the general in charge of administrative
and military affairs. His Arthur was of noble Roman
and Brythonic ancestry. Geoffrey from Monmouth,
South Wales was translating this Brythonic text into
Latin for Walter, Archdeacon of Oxford. Brythonic is
a defunct form of Old Welsh, resulting from a
linguistic shift among the Welsh in the late sixth
century. If his claim is true, Geoffrey must have had
difficulty in translating this cryptic form of Welsh,
and there is linguistic evidence available for this
assertion (Goodrich King 56). Since 1929, this has
been growing as the dominant opinion about
Geoffrey. These difficulties in translation resulted in,
among other things, huge errors in geography. For
example, Geoffrey placed Arthur's kingdom in
Cornwall, but historians of the Dark Ages and
archaeologists know that this could not have been.
Geoffrey's far flung accounts of Arthur conquering
the whole of Europe also give evidence of his
linguistic difficulties, as they have Arthur traveling
incredible distances in short periods of time
(Goodrich King 67). For instance, Geoffrey confused
Annorica (Brittany) for Armonica (North Wales), as it
is agreed upon, and well known in Geoffrey's day,
that the ancient Britons, the Old Men of Wales, were
in North Wales and South Scotland (Davies 51).
Geoffrey makes three linguistical errors consistently
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in his translation, and they each deal with geography
(Goodrich King 66). The most important of these is
his phonetic confusion of Cymry and Somer (Ibid). As
a result of this confusion, Geoffrey places Arthur at
Somerset in southern England, where it is known that
he could not have been. Geoffrey was most likely
referring to Strathclyde, which is near Carlisle in
South Scotland, even the name Somerset means Land
of the Cymry, or Welsh, which was South Scotland
(Ibid). Geoffrey's Arthur crosses Britain, from North
to South in a matter of weeks, a feat no Dark Age
king could have ever accomplished, and this is the
result of obvious linguistical deviations. Geoffrey's
geographical difficulties can be attributed to the
linguistic problems he faced in translating an extinct
language into Latin, and his geographic positions
have been the major fault by which he has been
criticized by scholars since the sixteenth century
(Goodrich King 73). Geoffrey popularized Arthur
for Europe, and after Geoffrey there was an explosion
of Arthurian material.
This explosion of Arthurian material after Geoffrey,
however, was largely the product of twelfth and
thirteenth century English politics, and as such, was
usually an adaptation of the original story. These
adaptations were usually biased to discredit the myth
for political gain. England had been warring against
the Celtic nations since the time of the Anglo-Saxon
invasions and had been winning steadily ever since.
Threatened by English domination, the Celtic peoples
of Britain often turned to their Arthur myth for solace,
claiming that he would soon wake from his long sleep
and oust the heathen invaders. To the Celtic peoples,
King Arthur was the embodiment of their national
mythology and their hope for independence. English
monarchs, through their adaptations of the Arthur
myth, sought to destroy this meaning of the myth for
the Celtic peoples. By taking away this man, they
hoped, they could take away the fighting spirit of
those nations, and they were successful to a degree.
The Cult of Arthur at Glastonbury, one of Geoffrey of
Monmouth's supposed Arthurian bases, was an
example of this, and they, of course, had an extensive
relic collection to prove it. The monks of Glastonbury
Abbey were directed by Henry II to disinter King
Arthur, which lead to one of the most famous hoaxes
of the Middle Ages. Henry sent three noble witnesses
to document the excavation, but they were unable to
see any of the actual exhumation because a dark
curtain was placed around the site. Each witness
came away with a different account of the find. These
finds produced a stream of pilgrimages to the abbey,
making Glastonbury one of the most revered sites in
all of Britain, not to mention one of the wealthiest.
Glastonbury Abbey was also used by Edward I and
Edward III to bolster English uses of the Arthur myth.
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French Arthurian romances were another
important adaptation of the Arthur myth, also
directed by Henry II. The French romances portray
King Arthur and his court in a strikingly high
medieval manner, putting a Dark Ages war figure into
twelfth and thirteenth century society. They also
display a noticeably pro-English stance, turning
Arthur from the figure of AngloSaxon resistance into
the greatest of the English monarchs. This is often
done by denying any real distinctions between Celtic
and English. The Arthurian story shifts in the French
romances to favor the English monarchy, and in so
doing, unwittingly or not, they initiated the widescale discrediting of the myth.
Marie de France was the first French romancer
commissioned by Henry II, writing her Lais in 1170.
More importantly for history, however, is that she, in
turn, commissioned a brilliant young author of
unknown origins, Chretien de Troyes, to fulfill
Henry's assignment for her. Chretien produced Erec
in 1170, Lancelot in 1172, Yvain in 1175 and the Conte
del graal in 1185, and it is largely from his tales that
our modern version of the myth is based. Marie de
France's Lais is a bitingly anti-Celtic work designed
to promote England's domination of the island, and
Marie commissioned Chretien for the same type of
work. On the surface, it appears that Chretien
fulfilled his commission, but if closely examined, it
seems that he did some historical research for his
account. This was possibly a result of his probable,
though at that time unknown, Scottish descent and
consequent sympathy for the Celtic cause against
England (Goodrich King 119). It is possible, when
reading his works, to detect these research-based
elements, making his tales possible sources for a
historical account of Arthur (Ibid 132). On the other
hand, his works can at times prove just as
propagandistic as Marie de France's Lais. In these
political adaptations it is possible, through careful
examination, to detect the original story.
Out of these initial adaptations came later French
romances which threw Arthur even further into a
High Middle Ages world of feudalism, knights and
damsels. Of these, the most significant is the Prose
Lancelot, which also shows signs of historical accuracy
in that it closely parallels the earliest accounts. The
most famous of all of the French Arthurian romances
is Sir Thomas Malory's Le Marte d' Arthure. Written
in 1469, it takes Arthur to the height of chivalric
expression.
The popularity of Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia
Regum Britanniae spread outside of England and
France and into the rest of the continent like wildfire.
As a result of his work, continental scholarship into
the Arthur myth began, and was most successful in
Germany. Eilhart von Oberge produced the first
Tristan work, claiming to have utilized ancient

April / May 1996
Scottish documents (Barber 121) . Wolfram von
Eschenbach wrote the first Perceval account in his
Parzival of 1197, and Gottfried von Strassburg
followed up on von Oberge's work to create Tristan
und Isolde in 1205 (Ibid 134). In his Lanzelet of 1193,
Ulrich von Zatzikhoven provided Europe with a
remarkably detailed and supposedly researched
account of Lancelot (Ibid). These German works, out
of reach of the English monarchs, help to provide
important biographical material for King Arthur.
The search for a historical King Arthur must
construct and analyze the possibilities of the same
King Arthur presented by the sources, and then
contextualize these accounts with more familiar
history, as if fitting the literary pieces into the
historical jigsaw puzzle. In this correlation then, the
strangeness of myth gradually disappears in the
familiar landscape of history.
To understand a myth it is necessary to understand
the symbols that form the structure of the myth, and
every symbol must be understood in light of the
culture in which it was formed and to which it was
significant (Colin 21). One of the primary reasons
for the Arthur myth's often misconstrued appearance
is that the voice of the original Brythonic culture of
the myth is not sought for guidance. Understanding
the myth in turn shows the way in which that culture
understood itself, since myth is designed to speak
contemporarily. It is in the origins of the Arthur myth
therefore that Dark Ages Britain's self-perception can
be seen, and herein lies the historical value of King
Arthur. Examining a historical King Arthur thus not
only facilitates an understanding of the figure Arthur,
it also presents a different approach to the discipline
of history itself, one which utilizes myth, the approach
used by the original Brythonic culture. The search
for a historical King Arthur then provides the basis
for a deeper understanding of Dark Ages Britain, an
understanding of their world through their eyes.
Dark Ages Britain had been a battleground for
centuries, with old enemies and new ones all trying
to stake a claim in this ancient land. The Romans
had been somewhat successful in the south-eastern
parts of the island, but there were always border
conflicts, and these almost always involved the Picts
and the Scots.
The Picts had lived in the Highlands of Scotland
for many centuries, and had been pushing
southwards since before the coming of the Romans
(Chadwick Celt 176). Their capital was at Inverness,
and they routinely raided the lands South of the Firth
of Forth, crossing stormy waters or breaching Roman
walls. The Scots were Irish invaders of western
Scotland, and their stronghold was located at Oban
(Ibid 180). They too sought the lowland areas of
southern Scotland.
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The Votadini people of southern Scotland were a
part of a larger Brythonic culture that spread out
across the rest of the southern portions of the island
(Chadwick Studies 87). The extent of this culture is
known by the fact that the Brythonic language was
spoken from Edinburgh through Cornwall (Ibid).
These were the Celts under Roman occupation a
century earlier, and their chieftains had often held
positions of authority in Roman military outposts.
These leaders or uchelwyr had mingled with the
Romans, while the majority of the population farmed
and herded cattle and sheep away from Roman cities
and manors (Davies 134).
The Romans had been familiar with the dangers of
the Picts from the North and the Scots to the West.
To stave off invading Scottish clansmen, the Romans
permanently stationed two entire Legions, the
Twentieth and the Second Augustan, at Chester and
Isca, now Caerleon in Wales (Chadwick Studies 145).
To fend off the Picts, the Romans stationed the Sixth
Legion at York (Ibid). Soldiers were also stationed
along the Antonine and Hadrianic walls in southern
Scotland. Even with one-third of the Roman military
force in Britain, the Picts and Scots were able to
routinely breach Roman fortifications and raid the
wealthy villas and manors to the south and east.
After the Romans evacuated Britain, the Britons
were left to defend themselves against the raiding
Picts, and they did this between those two Roman
walls. The Antonine wall stretched from Edinburgh
to Glasgow, and the Hadrianic wall went from
Newcastle to Carlisle, which was the final Roman
capital city. To help with Briton defense Vortigern, a
chieftain, hired Saxon mercenaries to fight the Picts
(Chadwick Studies 241). Using German tribes to fight
off invaders was a common tactic with the Romans,
and probably helped to cause their downfall (Ibid).
It also proved disastrous for the Britons since these
Germans decided to take Britain for themselves,
starting from the south-east and working their way
northwards and westwards. By the sixth century, the
time of Arthur, the Angles and Saxons had conquered
virtually all of south-east England and had recently
extended their lands from York to Berwick. The
Brythonic area between the Roman walls, known as
Strathclyde, was now threatened on all sides, from
the North by the Picts, the West from the Scots, and
the South and East from the Angles and the Saxons.
These walls were manned by the Gwyr y Gogledd
(Men of the North), Brythonic people who would in
two hundred years become known as the Cynzry
(Welsh). It is from these Old Men of the North that
the myth of Arthur begins, and it was their bards who
preserved the myth in triadic form, which was taught
to uchelwyr children and is now part of the Trioedd

Ynys Prydein (Welsh Triads).
Continued on page 12
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From these earliest Welsh accounts and from the
historical situation in which they were formed, we
arrive at a picture of the historical King Arthur by
applying the mythical to the historical. The lineage
of King Arthur is derived from the Historia Britonum
of Nennius, the Mabinogion, and the Historia of
Geoffrey of Monmouth. Arthur is said to have come
from Brythonic and Roman stock On his father's
side, he is descended from Uther Pendragon, who,
along with his brother Aurelius Ambrosius, was a dux
bellorum, commander-in-chief of Britain. Arthur's
paternal grandfather was Constantinus, a Roman
imperator (general) in Britain who was interred near
the Menai Straits according to Nennius. Arthur's
mother was Eigr, known to the French as Ygerne, and
she was the daughter of Gwen, the daughter of
Cunedda Wledig (Goodrich King 36). Wledig is the
Welsh version of the Roman dux bellorum, denoting
chieftain status by the commission of the realm. One
of Arthur's maternal cousins was the famous
Culhwch from Culhwch and Owen. Also on his
mother's side is the beloved patron saint of Wales,
Devi Sant (Saint David), who was Arthur's uncle.
Another famous Welsh saint, Illtud, was cousin to
Arthur from his mother's line. From this it is clear
that Arthur was descended from a long line of
illustrious figures.
Arthur's ancestry is derived primarily from
Nennius and the Mabinogion, and fits well into the
historical scheme of sixth century Britain. It is also
acknowledged in 540 by Saint Gildas' De Excidio.
Since his mother's line is of the great Cunedda
Wledigs, it received ample documentation in early
Welsh triads, and is contained within the Annales
Cambriae. His paternal uncle Aurelius Ambrosius is
also known from these sources. Constantinus has
been verified by archaeology when a silver hoard was
discovered containing one piece marked "CON,"
presumably for Constantine (Goodrich King 58).
Arthur's lineage is the most widely accepted aspect
of his person, owing largely to the great emphasis
placed on noble lineage by the ancient Britons.
The lineage given in these sources is further
confirmed by modern genealogical scholarship for
Dark Ages Britain (Ibid). Constantinus III, paternal
grandfather of Arthur, is known to have been slain in
North Wales in 411 (Ibid 36). This was just prior to
the reign of Vortigern, known to the British as
Gwrtheyrn Gwrtheneu, which was from 425-459.
Nora Chadwick, renowned early medieval Britain
scholar confirms these dates in her Celt and Saxon
Studies in the Early British Border (Chadwick Celt 32).
Saint Illtud's life and ministry in Wales, 425-505, is
well known in Welsh Church history (Sellner 101), as
is the existence of his illustrious school. He was a
contemporary of Saint Patrick in Ireland, and it is
known that the two saints were in regular contact, a
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fact borne out in the harmonious relationship the Irish
and Welsh Churches shared in the Middle Ages. Saint
David's life has also been well chronicled, as is his
shared lineage with Arthur from the Cunedda kings.
The lineage and some of the relatives of Arthur were
known and documented in the earliest sources and
are confirmed in modern historical scholarship. As
the Arthurian scholar John Morris said, it is not the
mere existence of Arthur that is questioned, it is the
nature of his existence that is debated (Morris 5).
With such an ancestry, Arthur would have been
born in his mother's caer (castle). This was customary
among the nobility, and would have been easily
accomplished in Arthur's case since his mother was
a Cunedda queen. His birth was probably shortly
before the turn of the sixth century. Many definite
dates have been given by scholars, but no specific date
can be conclusive due to the differences in the sources
themselves. The problem of the dating of his birth is
a result of different calendars used at that time in
Britain. Most of the sources date his birth around the
year 475, and this is probably fairly accurate by what
is known of the historical scene. Saint David, his
uncle, was born in 462, which confirms the possibility
of 's birth a generation later in 475.
All of the Welsh sources point to his birth
place as near the Irish sea, and from the political
situation, this must have been in Strathclyde between
the two old Roman walls. The most likely location is
the ancient caer site known as Caerlaverock, barely
South of Dumfries and near Roman training camps
and the harbor (Hunt 2). Across the River Nith is an
ancient abbey known in the Middle Ages as
Sweetheart, and just West of this abbey is Beeswing
hamlet where local historians claim Arthur spent
some of his boyhood time. Geography further
supports the Caerlaverock site, since the only bridge
over the River Nith is at Dumfries, and there is an
old track that runs from there to Castle Douglas and
Loch Ryan, claimed to have been the King's Harbor
by Welsh archives (Goodrich King 51). Furthermore,
this point is the closest point in Britain to Ireland,
helping to make this area a prime strategic location
and a place of safety for a queen and her baby.
Arthur's childhood days must have been spent in
and around Caerlaverock. He was probably educated
across the river at the abbey. To the West, near
Beeswing, he probably learned hunting, water sports
and forestry, as it would have been a perfect place for
these things (Laing 80). His military education most
likely occurred at the old Roman camps nearby, where
remnants of the Sixth Legion were being quartered
(Ibid 81). Nennius claims that as a young man Arthur
raided the coast of Ireland and stole some dogs from
a local chieftain (Nennius 13).
Arthur's education and early life were almost
certainly spent in the same manner as other boys of
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Romano-British nobility, learning from Classical
sources as well as bardic lore, hunting game in the
surrounding woods, developing seamanship,
practicing the art of war and military strategy, and
making friends. Nennius' chronicle claims that
Arthur had a reputation for cruelty, even in childhood,
and that he was difficult to control (Ibid). Arthur's
aggressive behavior would have been encouraged as
a valuable asset for the training of young Roman field
officers. To the people in the fields, however, it would
have been seen as excessive, as the Welsh Triads point
out. To the Votadini Brythonic people, Arthur was
known as the "Red Ravager" (Bromwich 20). These
people were not as fond of war and conquest as their
neighbors were, and the Mabinogion mentions this in
the exploits of Culhwch (G. Jones 13). The different
reactions of Brython and Roman regarding war-like
behavior helps to explain why Arthur was known and
portrayed in different ways by different people.
Among others of his noble class, Arthur would have
been encouraged in this aggressive behavior.
Arthur's childhood was not spent alone, as their
were other noble families nearby, and from these
families Arthur formed some of his closest friends. It
is possible that Arthur befriended the steady and
trustworthy Gawain in his youth as they were so close
during Arthur's first campaigns. It is certain that they
were both trained as Roman field officers, and that
they both excelled. It is also likely that he gained the
admiration of the remnants of the Sixth Legion in his
youth, who he would soon need to utilize for his own
campaigns.
Arthur's childhood came to an abrupt halt when
his father, Uther Pendragon, was killed near the huge
Roman fort of Trimontium (Geoffrey of Monmouth
91). Uther had lost a battle to invading Saxons there,
and when he came to meet with the invaders, he was
poisoned (Ibid). Arthur was only fifteen at the time
a convocation of the wledigs (chieftains) of the Britons
was called to elect a new head. The wledigs elected
the boy Arthur, denoting the elective and
participatory nature of kingship among the Britons
(Chadwick Studies 23). Arthur was part of the noble
uchelwyr class, and was elected Wledig (commanderin-chief) by the chiefs and other members of the
uchelwyr class. This illustrates the significant cultural
differences between Brythonic and late-Roman
notions of kingship. In a real sense, the Wledig ruled
by the power of the council of chiefs, whereas the dux
bellorum ruled by primogeniture and military
prowess. The chieftains, who each ruled lands
independently, joined forces in confederation form
for overall governance (Ibid). The strength of the
Wledig depended on this cooperation, and this was
also true later of Arthur with his Round Table. The
primary reason why Vortigern is so despised among
the Celtic peoples now and then is probably because
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he ruled outside of the council of chieftains (J. Davies
182). Later, medieval French romance authors would
ignore this and attempt to portray an authoritarian
Arthur who ruled by divine right. The pinnacle of
these attempts is the sword in the stone myth created
by Sir Thomas Malory, in which Arthur is divinely
chosen to be king and takes his throne without any
council save that of Merlin, a religious figure.
The meeting of the chieftains was, undoubtedly,
an important event, and its location was probably at
Silchester along Hadrian's Wall. The earliest source
that mentions the meeting's location is Geoffrey of
Monmouth's Historia, and this is the location that he
gives. This is a likely location because it is almost
midway of the east-west axis of the wall and is near
five Roman roads which point in every direction
(Chadwick Studies 204).
Of those present at the meeting, the one who would
prove to be Arthur's greatest ally was Merlin. The
figure of Merlin has long been shrouded in a haze of
wizardry and immortality, and once again, this is a
result of cultural misunderstanding. Merlin was
already well known in Britain by the time of Arthur's
coronation because of his association with Arthur's
father and uncle. It is through the various roles that
Merlin fulfilled for Arthur's family that one can best
reach the Merlin figure, for in these roles his function
in that society is most evident.
Merlin was an ad visor and religious leader. He
was born on the eve of Vortigern's reign and lived
through two generations of Arthur's family (Geoffrey
of Monmouth 150). He served as chief advisor to
Arthur's uncle and father before fulfilling the same
function for Arthur himself. Additionally, Merlin was
maternally descended from a line of holy personages
dating from pre-Christian days, but there should be
no mistake that Merlin was a Christian leader, albeit
a Celtic Christian (Goodrich Merlin 33). Merlin was
probably what is known today as a prodigy, and his
prophetic skill, like the biblical prophets, was largely
the result of a knowledge of the past and application
of its lessons to the present (Ibid 113). He sat at the
council of chieftains as both a religious leader and
chief advisor, and as such he was fulfilling the ancient
role of the derwydd who was poet, priest, judge and
sacrosanct (Graves 11).
The derwydd' s position was above that of the Wledig
in terms of moral tutelage, and this was Merlin's
position as the chief advisor and religious leader of
the realm (Piggot 126). Realizing Merlin's position
as derwydd makes understanding his actions and
prophecies much easier. For example, it was common
for a derwydd to sit on a hilltop during a battle and
discuss the outcome with others, and in the accounts,
one finds Merlin constantly disappearing during
battles to discuss and counsel (Ibid).
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His derwydd position is illustrated by the symbols
that he uses in his advising and leading. The red
dragon that Merlin to always refers to symbolizes
Ambrosius, Uther and Arthur himself, as Geoffrey of
Monmouth was eager to point out, but the reason why
the red dragon is a royal symbol of Arthur's family is
because it is the symbol of the Men of the North
between the old Roman walls in Arthur's day. The
red dragon was known by the Greeks as a symbol of
the sun, and was taken up as a sacred emblem by the
Celts who cherished the sun. Although this symbol
brings about misunderstanding and disbelief, it was
common and easily understood in Merlin's day.
Merlin himself is referred to as a stag. The stag
was long considered by the Celts as the oldest and
holiest of animals, and by the sixth century it had
come to symbolize Christ. The leader who wore the
stag's head was in charge, and the derwydd was
always known as the stag.
Merlin often disguised himself as part of his
function as derwydd, for in these disguises he acts as
the highest holy man among the Britons. They
suggest an interpretation of Merlin as a priest
performing the four Celtic festivals: Spring, Summer,
Autumn, and Winter (Goodrich Merlin 123).
Realizing Merlin's position as derwydd allows some
of the seemingly fantastical elements of his portraits
in the sources to fade, and realizing this distinctly
Celtic position further illuminates the fact that Merlin
was misrepresented by those continental authors who
neither understood nor appreciated Celtic culture.
Merlin's place at the coronation of Arthur was
sacrosanctic, but the crowning of Arthur went to the
archbishop, who was Saint Dubric. Saint David,
Arthur's uncle, was also in attendance. The Nennius
document attests to this, as does Gildas and Geoffrey.
Assuming command, Arthur waged a series of
successive campaigns against the invading Saxons,
and these twelve great battles are derived from the
Annales Cambriae and N ennius. These two accounts
ring true with the historical context. Arthur and his
men are victorious in all of these battles.
The first two battles take place by the River Dulgas
near the Salisbury and Holyrood area where Arthur's
father Uther lost his life (Nennius 17). These battles
are fought as the Saxons press northwards threatening
Edinburgh. Arthur successfully pushed the Saxons
back southwards.
The third, fourth, and fifth battles are at "Caer-LuidCoit" (CastleLothian-Forest) near Solway on the
Severn Sea (Nennius 18). Here it is reported by
Nennius that 6000 Saxons drowned in the river, and
that the rest fled into the woods (Ibid). The Saxons
then receive new forces at Bo'ness on the Firth of
Forth, and Arthur defeated them soundly, driving
them back against the high sea cliff.

Arthur pursued the Saxons who fled into the
woods. The seventh battle is fought in the Celidon
Wood, and afterwards Arthur heard news of Saxons
laying siege to Dumbarton (Ibid 23). To reach
Dumbarton, Arthur had to travel along Hadrian's
Wall to the West side of the island, and the eighth
battle was fought along the way at Fort Guinnion,
just South of Hadrian's Wall.
The ninth and tenth battles are at Carlisle, the City
of Legion. The ninth battle was reportedly fought
for two days straight (Goodrich King 72). In the tenth
battle, 470 Saxons were slain, and the West coast was
rid of Saxon invaders until the final battle.
The eleventh battle was fought on the East coast at
Edinburgh as new Saxon invaders came in the Firth
of Forth, but are unable to land their ships (Nennius
25).

The final battle is the famous Battle of Badon Hill
that brings the Pax Arturus. This battle was
immortalized in the Welsh Triads:
Three Red Ravagers of the Island of
Britain:
Rhun son of Beli,
and Lle Skilful Hand,
and Morgan the Wealthy.
But there was one who was a Red Ravager
greater than all three: Arthur was his name.
For a year neither grass nor plants used to
spring up where one of the three would walk,
but where Arthur went, not for seven years.
(Bromwich 20)
The Battle of Badon Hill was fought at Dumbarton
in the Loch Lomond area (Annales Cambriae 213).
Arthur's decisive victory here established his
authority and peace in Dark Ages Britain for some
time afterwards.
As a result of the thoroughness of N ennius and the
Welsh sources here, Arthur's twelve battles are easy
to reconstruct. It is important to note that these battles
took several years to complete, as transportation over
land was difficult and lengthy then. Geoffrey of
Monmouth and the French romancers seem to forget
this as they do their geography when they have
Arthur racing from London to Edinburgh in a week
or two on horseback (Geoffrey of Monmouth 113). In
the sixth century, horses' feet were not yet even shod,
nor were battles usually fought on horseback. The
Welsh sources and N ennius rescue Arthur from the
fancy of the medieval authors at this point.
After the Battle of Badon Hill, peace is established
throughout the realm. It was during this reign of
peace that Arthur was re-coronated, married, and
took part in the quest for the Holy Grail. The length
of this peace is uncertain, as the accounts range from
seventeen years to forty-two. Once again, it appears
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that there were problems with marking the passage
of time in Dark Ages Britain.
The first major event of the peace was the
coronation of King Arthur. This occasion was marked
with all of the ceremony of a Roman commander
parading through the streets of Rome after a great
victory, and it was at this ceremony that Arthur
ascended to the old Roman title imperator. The bards
marked this as a special day, the day of the declaration
of Arthur, Yr Amberawdyr Arthur (Bromwich 45).
The ceremony took place at the City of the Legion,
Carlisle. Though the old Welsh bards knew this,
Geoffrey confused Carlisle with Caerleon in South
Wales. This is a linguistic problem, and may also be
related to the fact that Geoffrey's patron, Robert of
Gloucester, had land there (Morris 123). It may
further be related to attempts being made during
Geoffrey's time to grant Wales her own archbishopric
at Caerleon. Carlisle had enormous Roman
fortifications and would soon become the seat of
Arthur's beloved Camelot.
By examining the accounts of the ceremony, it is
possible to survey Arthur's newly pacified realm
because his defeated foes are reportedly in
attendance. There are, of course, the Saints Dubric
and David in attendance, and it was said that at this
coronation, Saint David was sanctioned to retire from
the world.
Here it was that the patron saint
Of Cambria passed his age of penitance,
A solitary man, and here he made
His hermitage, his food of roots, his drink
Of Honddi' s mountain stream.

(Annales Cambriae 89)
In addition to these saints, Arthur's defeated foes
are there to bear witness to Arthur's glory. These foes
were the local chieftains who aided the invading
Saxons during the twelve battles, and their defeated
presence in Arthur's second coronation was a part of
a tradition among Celtic leaders of humiliatingly
representing conquered chieftains. In addition to
conquered chieftains were loyal chieftains who fought
alongside Arthur throughout the twelve battles.
Geoffrey conveniently lists the first twelve of these
chieftains whose territories lie on the outskirts of
Arthur's realm.
The first of the chieftains listed by Geoffrey is
Angus of Scotland, first in rank behind Arthur. He
was the cherished High King of Scotland so fondly
remembered by Nennius (Nennius 36). His territory
is known to have been in eastern Scotland north of
the Firth of Forth (Chadwich Celt 156).
Following Angus was Urien of Moray, Cadwallon,
Lawhir of North Wales, Stater of South Wales, and
Cador of Cornwall. These chieftains represent the
southwestern allies of Arthur.

After these are the defeated island chieftains from
Arthur's campaigns. The first of these is Gillamwri
of Ireland, then comes Maluasius of the Isle of Islay,
then is Doldaf of north-western Scotland, Gwynnwas
of the Orkneys, Loth from Argyle and the Isle of Man,
and finally Achel of Llychlyn. The names and
locations of these chieftains are derived from a
comparison of Geoffrey of Monmouth, Nennius and
the Annales Cambriae. Each of these sources agree to
this account provided that some allowance is made
for Geoffrey's linguistic problems (Goodrich King
176). Furthermore, by looking at the above realm,
one can see that it encompasses almost all of the areas
that were not under Anglo-Saxon settlement in the
sixth century (Chadwick Celt 267).
The site of Carlisle was a crucial one for Rome,
and was also for Arthur. It was the final capital of
Roman occupied Britain, and was the site of Arthur's
primary caer, Camelot. Camelot has been
misconstrued by the French romances to be the
height of the medieval castle and palace building
program. Probably, Camelot was like other castles
of the Dark Ages, a small, wooden fortification on
top of a hill. As unadorned as that may seem, it was
nevertheless the most important site in Arthur's
Britain due to its strategic location. From his seat at
Carlisle, Arthur could have easy access to the sea,
the best means of transportation. Furthermore, his
Camelot would probably have been on the banks of
the Solway Firth, just South of Hadrian's Wall, so it
would have been easily defended. Arthur's choice
of Carlisle is not difficult to understand, since it was
a prime strategic location with an abundance of old
Roman fortification.
Arthur's marriage to Guinevere also happens
during this period of peace following the great
victory at Badon Hill. Out of all of the Arthurian
characters there has been more confusion over
Guinevere than any other, and once again, this is from
the French romances. One finds the most accurate
and accessible portrait of the queen in her life before
her marriage to Arthur.
Guinevere was probably born in Scotland, in what
was known as Corre, according to the Triads. She
was a Pict, and her actual name was
unpronounceable to British speakers. The oldest and
most authoritative version seems to be
"Guanhumara," but her name was Pictish and as
such not able to be written (Morris 345). She was a
queen like the ancient queens of the Britons. She
must have been something like Boudicca, the great
warriorchieftainess who successfully drove the
Romans out in the first century. It was known that
Guinevere was obnoxiously warlike, even leading
people into battle as a northern chieftainess would
(Goodrich King 114). Being Pictish and a warrior,
she had some unusual customs, and these were noted
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by the Welsh bards. One of these was that she
collected the heads of those who had been her bitter
enemies (Bromwich 23). She had these embalmed so
that she could carry them around and gaze at them
often (Ibid). She also owned large tracts of land, more
than any of the Brythonic chieftains (Morris 367). This
Queen Guinevere was a dangerous, haughty
chieftainess of very ancient and primitive origin, quite
unlike the well-mannered and submissive lady of the
French romances. Her marriage to Arthur at
Holyrood in Edinburgh united their kingdoms, and
it should be noted that her marriage probably did not
limit her previous status (Goodrich King 115).
The Knights of the Round Table were also formed
at this time of peace following Badon Hill. It should
first be mentioned that the Order of Round Table was
not an all-male organization, as Guinevere retained
and participated in the Round Table as a part of her
dowry (Ibid 280). · Furthermore, it is unlikely that the
Round Table was a literal table, instead it was possibly
a rounded stone building. This would allow for
continuity with Celtic culture present throughout the
original Arthur story.
The number of warriors who were a part of the
Round Table is unknown, although the names and
chronicles of its noble members are known. The first
four members of the Round Table are Lancelot, Erec,
Gawain, and "Gonemanz de Goort," an uncle of
Perceval (Chretien de Troyes Contes 11). Beyond these
four, the list varies among the sources, and sometimes
escalates to well over a thousand (Geoffrey of
Monmouth 135). The Round Table remains an elusive
element of Arthur's reign, and as with many
uncertainties, speculations abound. One other thing
is known of these Knights of the Round Table, and
that concerns their Grail quest.
The quest for the Holy Grail involved Arthur, his
queen, and his men throughout the peace after Badon
Hill. It seems to have been devised by Merlin the
derwydd. All of the source material on the quest for
the Holy Grail echoes its Celtic nature. Celtic
Christianity has always made great use of place and
journey, being more spatially than temporally
oriented, and it is in understanding the essence of
their Christianity that one finds the importance of the
Grail quest in sixth century Britain.
The early Celtic Christians lived their daily lives
in close commune with their physical environment,
reflecting spiritually what the Welsh call hud, a sense
of wonder and awe at the divine in everything (Sellner
21). The sense of hud and a close commune with the
environment permeate accounts of the Grail. Another
primary characteristic of Celtic Christianity is its
yearning to explore the unknown (Sellner 23).
Throughout the history of Celtic Christianity, "the
theme of pilgrimage is one of the key elements of the
early [Celtic] saints' spirituality" (Ibid). Exploring
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the unknown on a pilgrimage lies at the very heart of
the Grail quest. A third characteristic of Celtic
Christians was their belief in the inestimable value
of kinship relations, especially the spiritual ties of soul
friends (Sellner 26). This type of relationship was the
foundation of the Round Table.
Possibly, Merlin devised the Quest for the Holy
Grail as an element of spiritual exercise and discovery
(Goodrich Holy 328). It should not be surprising to
find that the quest for the Holy Grail is as rooted in
the Celtic aspect of King Arthur's reign as every other
misunderstood and glamorized part to his court.
The peace of Arthur ended with the abduction of
Queen Guinevere. Unfortunately, the earliest sources
are silent on this matter, owing possibly to the
scandalous nature of the event and their reverence
for chieftainesses (Goodrich King 135). The best and
earliest sources for this are Geoffrey of Monmouth's
Historia, Chretien de Troyes' Lancelot, and the German
Lanzelot account.
King Urien of Gorre, Arthur's archenemy from the
twelve battles, comes to Camelot (Carlisle) and
claimed Guinevere, which signified a formal
declaration of war (Ibid). The most probable cause
for this would be that there were conflicts in
Guinevere's territories with neighboring Gorre
(Morris 289). Guinevere prepared a war party, and
Arthur consented to her plan, since it was her people
and her land. She was an independent chieftainess,
royal in her own right, mistress of her person and
her real property (Goodrich King 147). Given her
character and her position, her decision to fight
without need of Arthur is not very surprising. News
returned to Camelot that she had been taken hostage,
and immediately Gawain and Lancelot rushed out
after her, knowing where she would be held. Their
strategy was for Lancelot to take a course overland,
while Gawain would set off by water. Gawain was
unable to reach his destination for some unknown
reason, while Lancelot was able to come to the castle
where she was being held. Along the way, he
gathered a war party from the 'dwarf' on the cart and
fought Maleagant the Pict (Chretien de Troyes Lancelot
98). Dwarf was a derogatory term used to refer to the
Picts, and Lancelot is said to have been led by the
'dwarf' to a loyal war party (Chadwick Celt 241). It
is probable that Lancelot was himself a Scottish
chieftain, as were Gawain and the other 'knights' who
served with Arthur, part of the council of chieftains
who elected Arthur Wledig (Morris 213). Lancelot
rescued Guinevere with his Pictish allies.
After losing Guinevere to Lancelot, King Urien of
Gorre joined forces with Modred the Pictish chieftain
once more to fight against Arthur. Urien and Modred
had joined forces in ally of the Saxons during the
previous twelve battles, and at Camlan they were
once more united (Driscoll 213). Beyond the fact that
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Camlan refers to Camelot (Carlisle), not much is
known about the battle, except that it was notably
bloody. The Annales Cambriae make the most
authoritative statement about the battle in 542:

Guieth Camlann, in qua Arthur et Medraut
corruerunt, et mortalitas in Brittania et Hibernia
fuit.
[The Battle of Camlan in which Arthur and
Modred fell together, and there was death in
Britain and in Ireland.]
(Annales .Cambriae 537).
The carnage of the battle seems to be all that was
recorded, that and the loss of King Arthur. Arthur's
body is said to have been transported westwards by
sea, a common Celtic tradition for dead chieftains. It
is said in all of the sources that Arthur's final resting
place is on the Isle of Avalon, which is possibly the
Isle of Man. This location would agree geographically,
as Man is directly southeast of Carlisle. Linguistically,
this also seems to fit because Avalon is a Manx
correlate of apple, and the Isle of Man was and is
today known for its apple orchards (Morris 483). The
orchards on the Isle of Man were pollinated by bees
that produced honey renowned across Britain
(Goodrich King 302). It is in connection with the
ethereal and heavenly allusions of the Isle of Man that

the honey also provides evidence. The place where
honey comes from could certainly be regarded as
heavenly in an age before sugar (Morris 484).
The vacuum produced by Arthur's death was
filled by King Urien Rheged who established himself
at Arthur's former seat at Carlisle, kingdom of
Strathclyde (J. Davies 81).
King Arthur's immediate legacy was that he had
fortified the Brythonic people enough to stave off the
invaders' attacks until the end of the century. Within
the next hundred years the name Arthur would
become common among the Welsh, though it was
previously unknown (Goodrich King 8). His memory
would be cherished by the Brythons and their
descendants. Throughout long centuries, the legacy
of Arthur would be a source of immeasurable pride
for them. He represented their hope for independence
when England threatened their borders, and he
served as prototype for later heroes like Owain Glyn
Dwr. He was immortalized by modern Welshmen
when they placed the Pendragon on the Welsh flag
itself. It has been in Wales most of all that the memory
of the historical King Arthur has persisted, as those
people search for their hope and their strength in him,
and it is through those memories that the
contemporary search for King Arthur continues. •

Diary of a Single Woman
By Michelle

The sun makes my hair hot. Bits of it struggle out
of my pony-tail and tickle my face when I tilt my head
forward. It's 10:30 a.m., and I have a headache. I've
never been to Florida in the summer before: the locals
say this is one of the hottest they can remember. I
can't imagine it being hotter; when I breathe it's like
inhaling steam over a boiling kettle. I'm standing
under a pink striped awning-grandma says the stripes
are mauve, but to me, pink is pink. Even in the shade
it's too hot to move. We're going to Wal-Mart (or Walmarks, as my grandpa calls it) .. again. It's the only
thing my grandparents like to do, besides go out to
eat. No excuse is too trifling to put them in their jeep
and drive them the thirty miles into town. Today
we're going after nets- small ones, with handles that
float, to catch fish and crabs in. Just for something to
do, when we go to the beach this evening.
The air-conditioning is up too high, and the heat
on my skin turns to a sticky chill. I try to reach an
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itch on my back, hoping no one notices my
contortions. Itch soothed, I lean forward onto the
shopping cart, flinching when my bare forearms
touch the cold metal. I watch mom and grandma read
labels on bottles of sunscreen. We have at least six
bottles of the stuff in a bag in the car; I can't see why
we need more.
Not that I don't use it. I was a devotee of sunscreen
long before it became fashionable to stay out of the
sun. Just looking at the sun cross-eyed would be
enough to get me fried; good thing I can't cross my
eyes.
We've found the nets. I choose one with an aqua
handle and drop it in the cart. I can't see why it has
to take everyone else half an hour to pick one out,
but I'm sure my elders must have a good reason. I
wander over to the swan-wear and browse
uninterestedly through acres of neon lycra.
Troy wouldn't have let me look at this stuff. Or at
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least he would have walked away, saying "I don't
think I need to see that." Like looking at skimpy
swim-wear on hangers might tempt someone to lust.
But then, Troy would have refused to go back to
the beach after the first day. He would have been
livid at the amount of flesh on parade here, and would
have spent the majority of the vacation pointing out
to me the various forms of iniquity on the Florida
coast. As if I couldn't judge for myself what I should
and should not do.
He was really paranoid about lust. He would
hardly ever kiss me because he was terrified of going
too far; he said he didn't trust himself. I hear mom
calling for me, and I put down the fushia bikini I was
gazing at. We've apparently had enough amusement
for one day, and we head back to the trailer park. The
sand clings to my skin like powdered sugar. I've been
sitting in the shade of a sand dune watching the water
for half an hour now. My family is at the waters edge,
netting small marine animals and putting them in a
bucket. Little kids patter up to the bucket and crouch
around it, gazing at the tiny life-forms as if they were
visitors from outer space. It's that moment of the day
when mother ocean is at her gentlest, dyed soft icecream colors by the sinking light. The seagull' s wings
borrow rosy hues from the sunset, and the sand at
water's gleams pale aqua and beige. The water's
undulations, more felt than heard, have calmed me.
I can forget school, work-right now I can even forget
Troy.
I step out from behind my sand dune to see the
last display of light for the evening. Why it is that
such hectic colors splashed over the sky should
inspire tranquility is beyond me; but watching the
light fade, I am perfectly still inside.
Troy and I were cursed when it came to sunsets.
We tried all last summer to see a good one, and we
failed every time. It's funny, but looking back, the
lack of sunsets symbolizes our relationship-flat and
colorless, just like the sky most evenings.
I scuff my feet through the sand, relishing the cool
smoothness of it, and loose my hair from its pony
tail. I'm glad I'm not marrying Troy. He was an old
man at 21, and he would have made me crazy. I still
don't know how he felt about everything; when I said
I couldn't marry him, his expression changed no more
than it would have if I'd said I was going to buy new
shoes.
My father is out past his waist in the water, peering
into it. I know he wishes he was a few miles out,
wrapped up in Scuba gear and drifting over a reef.
So do I. My father and I have been possessed with
sea-passion since our first visit to Florida twelve years
ago. At home, we sit around the living room and
talk about moving down here, buying a hotel and a
big boat, and taking people diving and deep sea
fishing. Mom is the one who walks around with a
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needle and bursts our balloons. She doesn't quite
understand our infatuation. She's probably the only
thing keeping dad from bankruptcy; He'd probably
have packed up and flown south years ago if she
hadn't been there to remind him that he doesn't have
any money.
Troy was like mom in that respect: practical,
realistic. When we were planning our honeymoon,
he suggested tent camping because it was cheap. I
told him I was not sleeping on the ground and going
without showers for my honeymoon. He said we
couldn't afford much; maybe we could stay in a Motel
6 or something. How romantic. I'm much more like
my dad when it comes to common sense. We're
dreamers; we can't be bothered with reality. But
mom's big heart and sense of humor compensate for
her common sense; Troy was not only practical, but
dull. I still can't figure out why I fell in love with
him; it must have been because he thought I was
beautiful. No, that's not fair. It was because he was
sweet and gentle. He loved God and adored me; at
least, he said he did. The problem was he never
showed his feelings. His face was about as expressive
as a bowling ball. Maybe less.
The sun is gone, but the sky is still bright. The air
is cooling rapidly, and I dig out a shirt and shiver
into it. My grandparents are toiling up the beach,
holding hands. After fifty years of marriage and
seven children, they still act like love-sick teenagers.
Sometimes I envy them that. I guess it hasn't been
easy for them. There were plenty of times when liquor
and a wandering eye broke my grandma's heart.
"Those trashy women got him for a night, but he
always came back to me. We were made for each
other, so I just waited. I knew he'd come around."
My grandparents drive me crazy sometimes.
Grandma repeats everything she says at least three
times, and grandpa can't hear well and shouts
everything he says. And they always argue about
meaningless details. ("Mary, we did NOT go there
tuesday morning, we went in the afternoon" "It was
11:00, J.C." "It was 11:30, and we didn't get there till
afternoon. " "No, it wasn't 11:30" "Woman, what's
wrong with you? You always got ta argue with me."
[grandma sticks out lower lip and pouts, end of
discussion.])
I don't think I could take what she took, but she
ended up happy. She was right; he came around. Last
year when grandma got sick, grandpa almost went
mad. If she died, he probably would too. Now he
watches her like a jealous mother and won't let her
do anything. It's good for him when my mom is
around; he trusts her with grandma, and it gives him
a break.
I wouldn't want to be treated the way grandpa
treats grandma. He talks to her like she's a baby. But
it works for them. I love to watch them together; they
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don't let questions of proper roles bother them. They
do it the good old fashioned way, society be hanged.
It wouldn't work for me. Troy didn't exactly want
the wife-in-the-kitchen-husband-in-the-factory
lifestyle, but he wanted more submission from me
than I was willing to give. He wanted me to take his
friends for mine, to follow him to Minneapolis, to
support him in his ministry, to proofread his writing
.. . it was crazy. One time he said to me, "With what I
know and the way you can write, we could make a
great book." As if I didn't know anything worth
writing about. As if I really wanted to write his book
for him.
Everyone is hungry and ready to leave. I pack up
my things and follow them over the boardwalk,
slowed by my need to look back at the water. It hurts
to turn my back on it.
"You're awfully quiet," mom says.
I lean my head on the back of the seat and close
my eyes. "I have a headache."
Grandma turns in the front seat and promises
aspirin as soon as we get back to the trailer. "Grandpa
takes it for his heart, y'know, so we have a big jar of
it." I smile. My grandparents would never be accused
of being intellectuals; but neither of them ever had a
chance to be. They were both brought up in the most
backward regions of the south. Grandpa taught
himself to read and write.
Troy was equally safe from accusations of
intellectualism, but he had a choice. He just didn't
care. He hated to read and write and think; three
things that are as essential to me as breathing. That's
what it all came down to in the end; nothing in
common. He wasn't passionate about the things I

was passionate about. He wasn't passionate about
anything, really: not even me. I was what he
needed-a spell-checker, a comedian, a bedwarmer. But I don't want to be loved for utilitarian
reasons. Let him buy a computer and a hot-water
bottle and leave me alone.
That's harsh. I feel a little bit guilty for thinking so
poorly of him. He didn't realize what he was doing .
Troy was never one for self-examination. He is a good
man. I just couldn't spend the rest of my life with
him. If I want a companion with no emotions, I'll
turn to my goldfish.
Grandma rummages through the medicine cabinet
and pulls out a huge bottle of aspirin. I really do have
a headache, so I thank her and gulp two down with
my soda. Mom tells me water would be better; I
ignore her. I know I can't stay mommy's little girl
much longer, but I'm not sure what I'm going to do
next. I was going to get married and move to
Minneapolis after graduating from college, but not
any more. I should be soul-searching, but I'd much
rather revel in the freedom I've felt since breaking up
with Troy. Mom can't understand why I'm so happy:
she knows I did the right thing, but she thinks I should
be more depressed about it. I'm not. I'm happier
than I've ever been.
It's bed time. The beach makes us tired early. I
climb into bed; somewhere outside a night bird is
rehearsing every song he knows. I sigh; the cool
cotton sheets feel good on my bare legs.
"Night sweetie," my parents call.
"Night mom and dad."
The trailer darkens and falls silent, and I let the
tree-frogs sing me to sleep. •

Becoming One
i.
(23 January 1996)

I felt you looking at me in the car that night
with the snowstorm all around and
coming at us, but I didn't turn
to ask you why
(it was probably foolish to drive that far in such weather,
but I wanted to share the lake with you on your birthday);
instead I sharpened my eyes to the pavement and glanced a worry
into the rearview mirror, splayed my hands on the wheel
softly and pursed my lips together.
I want you always
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(to remember that you went there
on your birthday, to remember it when,
however many birthdays ago. I told you what you would see
if it were daylight and you could see·;
we stood on the frozen edge in
all that blackness
and pretended to be not as cold as we were,
pretended we could see the docks and the lighthouse
and Orion)
and in the car coming home in the same
but dying snowstorm,
I looked forward through the strips of defrosted back window
and pretended you were looking at me and saying
to yourself, yes, she

is the one.
ii.
(27 April 1996)
You led me up the mountain, crisscrossing the stream
on balance beams of fallen trees
(and laughed when I fell in)
and back down a different way,
to the mound of limestone in the calm
middle-rostrum of the waterfall,
and as we sat on the time-smoothed ledge
and as you asked me softly for my life,
I looked at these hands
(these hands which grew up grasping rusty chains of playground swings
and tying pieces of shoestring around thin, blond pigtails
are those which will hold your body to mine as we grow older
and wrench the hospital's starch-crisped white sheets
until the crying of our children begins)
and with them I broke the still shallow mirror of the pool
to wash your feet - and pledge my life. You led me
down the mountain and I looked back at the fall
(at the corridor of constant, tiny droplets
which awoke only weeks ago
and trickled gradually louder
with the crawl of its own melting)
and the tumbling run of the water
seemed a thunderous
benediction.

Jennifer Tarpley
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Daddy Longlegs

Found in my basement, like a swatch of net
blown inn, perhaps, through that rotten window
casement--had you been cooling yourself on the
stone foundation, as I have seen
your brothers do on autumn afternoons?
Drop of rust suspended on a spider's
web of legs, seven only, the eighth lost
to a fight--a bird--a careless walker?
The longest two arch before you--brush, poke,
levitate above the pipe in your path,
do not tough but hover (as your body not-quiteskims the concrete floor)-antennae, but do you climb with them too, and
wave them in a fury when I put forward
a finger for you to climb on and escape.

Episode
Yesterday the light fell
down the steps, a gold
from the glass, a bar heavy
on each wine-colored
tread, to a pool,
to a well
it fell, and I
wished.

Melissa La Grand
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Magical Mystery Tour
P seudo~Dionysius, Apophatic Theology, Mysticism: A Legacy for Modem Thought
By John M. Rushing

Mystery, erotic love, passion, and a belief in the
work of angels have been long-held tenets of the
church. Protestantism, however, with its emphasis
on cataphatic (positive) theology has deemphasized
such traditions. The mystery of spiritual devotion
has, to a large extent, been lost, and in its place a
dogmatic theology has arisen. The hollow sounds of
monastic chants have faded, and we are left with fivechord guitar choruses. This loss of theological
heritage reflects, to some extent, an unwillingness to
teach apophatic theology (negative theology). Many
theologians have created taxonomies for the Christian
life that reduce the glory and mystery of God's
creation. The apaphatic teaching of the Cappadocians
has become church trivia, but perhaps a celebration
of such theology is appropriate. I will therefore
explore the apaphatic theology of Pseudo-Dionysius
(referred to hereafter as Denys). This exploration
must begin by examining his beliefs concerning the
nature of God.
The first point is the distinction between God and
humankind as that of Creator and created. This
fundamental ontological difference can never be
changed. God is infinite, and humans are finite. This
distinction becomes the base for apophatic thought,
and offers the theologian difficulty when describing
God. Denys recognizes this problem in his work the
Divine Names. In the Divine Names, Denys sets out to
comment on all of the names predicated of God the
Father. Throughout this work, Denys examines a
name and then argues that God is higher than that
description of Him allows. For example, to say that
God is the "Powerful One" is to fall acutely short of a
proper articulation of how powerful He really is
because He exceeds us in such majesty that the true
impact of His power is never comprehended or
communicated.1 Therefore, all the description of the
Divine is radically inadequate, and any attempt to
discuss His essence fails. The reader must
understand, however, that the Divine Names is a

cataphatic work about an apophatic God.
Therefore, Denys attempts to describe God, all the
while pointing out that his descriptions are
inadequate. In this way, the Divine Names holds an
apophatic discussion of God that is peppered with
cataphatic statements.
All of God's attributes are super-eminent.
Therefore, it is misleading to say that God transcends
any attribute that we ascribe to Him because he
transcends us. We cannot comprehend His attributes.
We cannot understand His existence, and, therefore,
we cannot claim to have knowledge of His essence.
Language regarding God is rather like a poetic
metaphor and not a scientific description. It suggests
and does not describe. Like a simile, each name given
God has a degree of likeness and unlikeness, not a
difference in kind but a difference in degree to the
power of infinity. The language of super-eminence
is coined, therefore, to bridge the gap between the
univocal and equivocal language of cataphatic
theology. To speak of God using the language of
super-eminence references His infinity. The very
existence of God serves as an example of supereminence in the Divine Names. For we cannot speak
of God as a being, when He is the author of being.
God is infinitely deeper and more profound than our
description allows. In short, because of our creaturely
status and inability to approach the Divine, Denys
holds to a radically apophatic understanding of
theology:
Nor can any words come up to the
inexpressible Good, this One, this Source of all
unity, this supra existent Being. Mind beyond
mind, word beyond speech, it is gathered up
by no discourse, by no intuition, by no name.
It is and it is as no other being is. Cause of all
existence, and therefore itself transcending
existence, it alone could give an authoritative
account of what it really is.2

1 Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical
Tradition, (Oxford, England: Clarendon Press, 1983) pp.

2 Pseudo-Dionysius, Divine Names, found in PseudoDionysius the Complete Works, trans. Colm Luibheid (New

164-165.

York: Paulist Press, 1987) p. 50.

April/ May 1996

41

In light of Denys' strong articulation of apophatic
theology, one must wonder just how a person is ever
to know God. The answer to this question lies in an
examination of Denys' views on angels, and love, and
on his development of the language of supereminence. Let us first turn our attention to his views
regarding the cosmos.3

with God, and thereby reflect the Divine light,
drawing God's creation together more closely.s Denys
has created a theophany in which each creature fulfills
its role and thereby participates in God, bringing Him
more glory. For Denys, such is the focus of theology
and of life itself. Angelic and human obedience (to
glorify God) hinge on the power of agape.6

COSMOS
Like many mystics, Denys sees humankind on a
journey toward a deeper, more fulfilling knowledge
of God. On this journey, however, humankind is not
alone. We can receive Divinely appointed help from
the angelic realm. Denys envisions a strong hierarchy
in the celestial sphere. He holds that there are three
classes of angels, and each class has three types: The
first are the Seraphim, Cherubim, and Thrones; the
second are the Dominations, Powers, and Authorities;
the third are the Principalities, Archangels, and
Angels. Denys understands these beings to be
creatures, who, by their very nature, want to help
earthly creatures on their quest after God.4 Some
scholars have suggested that God is unaware of the
activity of these heavenly hosts. According to a
Dionysian understanding, however, the angels act
according to their will, of which God is fully aware.
Denys' angelic (and later his ecclesiastical) hierarchy
is not a Platonic idea of emanation. Rather, these are
created beings who participate in the Divine by
fulfilling their proper role. They become workers

LOVE
Denys believes agape to be the pure form of love
that leads to knowledge of the Father and, therein, a
mystical experience. In this life, however, eros,
although an erotic and less refined form of love, can
lead to agape. One might see the use of eros as the
dynamic that encourages us in our quest for God. The
language of the Canticle, for example, reflects a
passionate love for God. The same love that caused
the apostles to give up their possessions to follow
Christ is at work in the life of the Christian. It is this
love that in daily life, within the proper contemplative
context and possibly with angelic help, leads toward
the Divine. It is important to remember, however,
that Denys does not believe that one earns the
mystical experience, or that this experience is
contrived. Rather, the mystical experience is a gift of
the Father, who will give to those He chooses,
although it is the responsibility of the Christian to
prepare his or her soul for this union through prayer,
theological contemplation, and through active moral
and ascetic effort. One thinks of the statue Saint
Theresa in Ecstasy by Bernini, where the pain
expressed on her face is that of a joyous release of
herself to God. She lies waiting, as an angel sent from
God prepares to pierce her heart with an arrow. In
this sculpture, the necessity to die to self is clearly
communicated, but only a passion for something
other than the self could allow for such an act. This
passionate love for God leads to the highest form of
worship of the Divine. It is in leaving oneself, and,
by so doing, entering the presence of an infinitely
powerful God, that one's soul is released to God.
Denys writes in Mystical Theology, " ... by going out of
yourself and everything, casting aside every restraint
in pure and absolute ecstasy, you will raise yourself
to the ray of Divine darkness that is beyond being,
leaving all behind and released from all.7"
Those who are given this love for God no longer
belong to themselves, and they, like Saint Theresa,

3 Although there is an apparent and pervasive
apophatic understanding of theology in Denys' work
The Divine Names, other theological texts have a place.
Denys, like the Cappadocian Fathers, holds that the
revelation of God is the only insight humankind has
regarding the Divine. Furthermore, that insight is not
clear because of the limitations of language; therefore,
cataphatic theology, with its predications about the
Divine, must be understood metaphorically or
analogically. The focus of theology, however, is the
praise of God. In fact, theology, whether apophatic or
cataphatic, should move us closer in our journey toward
the Divine. Andrew Louth recognizes this in his book,

The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition:
The first thing to notice about these various theologies
is that in them we learn how we can celebrate (hymnein).
These theologies are not about how we can predicate
qualities of God, but about how we can praise him. For
Denys theology is not concerned primarily with
intellectual, academic matters (though his Divine Names
was used as a textbook on analogical predication of God
in the medieval West), rather it is concerned with the
creature's response of praise and worship to the love of
God.
4 Louth, p. 168.

Louth, p. 169.
Louth, pp. 167-170; also lecture Dr. Nicholas
Gendel, fall 1995.
7 Pseudo-Dionysius, Mystical Theology, found in
Pseudo-Dionysius the Complete Works, trans. Colm
Luibheid (New York: Paulist Press, 1987) p. 135.
5

6
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must surrender to the movement of God, the object
of their love. Denys writes about Saint Paul:
So also the great Paul, caught up in rapture
by divine love and participating in this ecstatic
power, said with inspired speech, 'I live and
yet not I, but Christ lives in me.' As a true
lover, caught up out of himself into God, he
lives not his own life, but that life so much
longed for, the life of his beloved.8

Divine, spiritual growth is spurred. Through the vast
hierarchies that Denys seeks to establish regarding
the angelic, the theological, and the physical, one is
brought closer to God. Furthermore, in this context,
Denys tries to surpass the simply apophatic
understanding of theology. Denys seeks to go beyond
the limit of language. He, therefore, deploys the
language of super-eminence, mentioned earlier.

For Denys, however, apophaticism is not an end.
It is in going beyond cataphatic theology, by realizing
its shortcomings, and by embracing apophatic
theology that the soul moves closer to God. But
apophaticism is not enough, because we realize that
God cannot be known, and, in so realizing, we make
a brief cataphatic statement that we must, in the same
moment, deny. Denys writes:
On no account therefore is it true to say that
we know God, not indeed in His nature (for
that is unknowable, and is beyond any reason
and understanding), but by the order of all
things that He has established, and which
bears certain images and likenesses of His
divine paradigms, we ascend step by step, so
far as we can follow the way to the
Transcendent, by negating and transcending
everything and by seeking the cause of all.
Therefore God is known in all, and apart from
all... For these things we rightly say of God,
and He is praised in due proportion by
everything among all those things of which
he is the source. And this is, moreover, the
most divine knowledge of God, that He is
known through unknowing, according to the
union which transcends the understanding,
when the understanding withdraws from all,
and abandons itself, and is united with the
dazzling rays and in them and from them is
enlightened by the unsearchable depths of
wisdom.9
Denys does not think that God is completely
unknowable; otherwise there would be a logical
incongruity in God's revealing Himself. Rather, for
Denys, deeper knowledge of God comes not through
an affirmation of the positive cataphatic truth about
God, but through the realization that this truth falls
short. One must distinguish between a direct
encounter of God (e.g., intuitional knowledge) and
discursive knowledge. In that contemplative spirit
wherein the soul recognizes the darkness of the

It is in the going beyond the apophatic, via the

LANGUAGE OF SUPEREMINENCE

s Found in Louth, p. 176.
9 Pseudo-Dionysius, Divine Names, pp. 108-109.

hierarchies, that one receives an unitive vision. For
Denys, the entire point of the hierarchy is for the
human to come into a union with the Divine:
Hierarchy is, as I understand it, a sacred order
and knowledge and activity which is being
assimilated as much as possible to likeness
with God and, in response to the illuminations
that are given it from God, raises itself to the
imitation of Him in its own measure. The
beauty which fitting to God, simple and good,
the source of all perfection and unmingled with
any unlikeness, lets each one participate, as far
as it can, in its own light and perfects it by a
most divine initiation, fashioning the initiate
harmoniously to the unchanging likeness of its
own form... The end of hierarchy, then is
assimilation to God and union with Him as far
as possible. It is God Himself who is our guide
in all sacred knowledge and activity, and
looking unwaveringly to his divine comeliness,
the hierarchy receives his truth as much as
possible and makes its own members divine
images, perfectly clear and spotless mirrors,
receptive to the ray of the primordial and
thearhic light... .10
The words used here are reminicient of Gregory of
Nyssa and possibly attest to his influence on Denys.
The use of the metaphor of the mirror is much like
Gregory's doctrine of the image of God being reflected
in the soul. In Gregory's articulation of mystical
theology, one must look inward to look upward, and
in looking into the "reflective soul," one sees the
image of God in humankind. Through ascetic effort
and moral instruction one begins to clarify the image.

10 Pseudo-Dionysius, Celestial Hierarchy, found in,
Pseudo Dionysius the Complete Works, trans. Colm Lubheid

(New York: Paulist Press, 1987) pp. 153-154.
11 The Bible. l Corinthians 13:12.
12 Referring here to the Greek concept of intuitive
knowledge and discursive knowledge. For more
information regarding this subject see Andrew Louth,

The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition,
introduction.
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The words of Saint Paul come to mind, "Now I see
through a glass, darkly, but then face to face."11 It is
in union with the divine that the soul finds the
experience of God that satisfies the focus of the agape.
Moreover, it is proper to speak of the mystical union
as an experience, for it is not reasoned. It is, rather,
the overwhelmed soul being touched by the beautiful
darkness of the Divine and therein being illumined.
It is personal interaction with God, the Divine touch,
that one is to seek, and in finding it to try to give
some knowledge of it to others. The mystical union
is the other side of the nous.12 It is the knowing and
yet not understanding. It is intuitive. The discursive
intellect is at a loss when faced with God, and normal
modes of cognition are inadequate in the light of the
Divine essence. The spiritual senses are fully
awakened, and although one surpasses the
understanding of the mind, the whole person is
satisfied in God. In the end of this experience, the
Christian becomes divinized. We share in the Divine
life, but not in the Divine essence. By this statement,
Denys means not that we become God, but that we
remain ourselves in the experience. While becoming
as close as is humanly possible to the Divine, we are
enveloped in blindingly bright dark rays, and like
Gregory of Nyssa, we experience a knowledge that
we can in no way communicate. Andrew Louth
explains:
The soul then ascends further by negating what
it knows ... but such negating as we do only
takes us a certain way-to the place where He
is, not to God Himself. Then the soul is caught
up in the deep darkness where God is and in
complete passivity (anenergesia) it is united
with the unknowable God in an unknowable
manner.13
Realizing that what we say about God falls short,
we are forced into an apophatic articulation of the
Divine. Furthermore, this notion of via negativa does
not bind us, since, through the energy of eros, a
dynamic movement toward God is undertaken that
is, in itself, a transforming process. Vladimir Lossky
writes in The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church
that
... the primordial and ontological union of man
with God: in Dionysius the mystical union is
a new condition which implies a progress, a
series of changes, a transition from the created
to the uncreated, the acquiring of something
which man did not hitherto possess by
nature.14

Our mode of being is transfigured by the Divine.
After the experience, we are different beings in soul
than we were before, and understanding the Divine
is, in every sense, found in the experience of mystical
union. Through the apophatic method, one gains
insight about the overwhelming transcendence of
God. This insight, based in the ontological difference
between humankind and God, cannot be bridged by
humans. Therefore, all that a person can do is to
prepare her or his soul for the touch of God. This
preparation is done because of love, and the person
is brought closer to God through the work of the
celestial hierarchy. In this way apophaticism leads
to mystical experience in Denys' thought.
· With this understanding of what Denys means
when he supports apophatic and mystical theology,
let us turn our attention to a response to his views.
First, it strikes me as odd that the end of negative or
apophatic theology should be some intuitive
knowledge of God. It seems that by its very
definition, apophatic theology should leave the
theologian in some sort of agnostic state regarding
the nature of the Divine. Yet Denys seems to think
that the experience in the mystical state (which rests
on an apophatic articulation) is some sort of intuitive
knowledge of God. How can this be? Even though
the knowledge given is not discursive but
experiential, it is still knowledge. It changes the soul
that experienecs it. Furthermore, the fact that Denys
and other mystical theologians write about the unitive
vision points to some sort of understanding of what
they experienced. Their intellection on experience,
to some extent, undermines a strong claim to a
complete apophaticism. If the mystical encounter of
the godhead were completely non-cognitive then
those who experienced it would not be able to relate
any of it to others. In fact, they might very well be
silent regarding the encounter. Denys, it seems, is
caught in a paradox, but perhaps such a paradox is
not so uncommon. According to F. C. Happold,
At the heart of religious experience there is a
paradox. Men of spiritual insight are, in the
depths of their souls, conscious of a Presence,
which they call God, and this Presence is more
real to them than anything else that they know.
They are not, however, able to describe It as
they know other things. They are compelled
to say that, in terms of the human intellect,
God, since He cannot be comprehended by the
rational faculty, is unknown and
unknowable. ls

Louth, p. 174.
Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the
Eastern Church (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co. LtD.
1991) p. 38.

15 F. C. Happold, Mysticism (London: Penguin Books,
1990) p. 63.
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In fact, Denys seeks not to create a logically tight
system in an analytical tradition; rather, he attempts
to help others experience the Divine in a deeper way.
His apophaticism leads to a knowledge that God is
unknowable, but more than that, his approach to
theology is validated by the overwhelming
experience of God Himself. In so encountering the
Divine, Denys and many other mystics realize that
the very name of God, with its philosophical and
theological articulations, cannot encapsulate the
Divine.
Second, his emphasis on the activity of the angelic
realm leaves little room for the work of Christ. In
his system, the soul ascends to the Father via the
angelic hierarchy, but where is the Biblical emphasis
on the second person of the Trinity? It seems nonexistent, or at the very best, an afterthought.
In answer to this charge of poor Christology, it
might be kept in mind that Denys is not setting out
to write a summa; instead, he is developing a specific
doctrine with detailed insight on certain issues, and
with that aim, he successfully fits into the Christian
tradition. This task, I think, is done well. It may not
be fair to attack him on this point which he does not
choose to address. Furthermore, Denys is in an
eastern monastic tradition, and any denial of the
doctrine of the trinity would have been
inconceivable. There are different types of
mysticism. Some are Christo-centric while others
are theocentric in the ontological gap.16 It seems that
Denys is a theocentric mystic, and, to that end, the
reader should not be offended.
Finally, let us focus our attention on the veracity
of Pseudo Dionysius. This man, no matter how
insightful, deceived generations of devout people.
By passing himself off as Denys, the pupil of Paul,
he has brought into question our ability to trust his
guidance. Although his deception may have been
with good intent (possibly in order to have more
influence), it was still deception, and a devout man
committing such a transgression seems spurious at
best. However, as Augustine and the other Fathers
teach us, Christians are not perfect, and perhaps a
cautious understanding can be granted in his case.
All intellectuals, at some point, battle pride, and

16 For more information see Zadhner, Mysticism
:Sacred and Profane. Also Happold, Mysticism.
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Denys is no exception. Therefore, we can view his
deception with mercy, realizing that it does not
necessarily undermine the possible truth content of
his theological system.
Interestingly, I am reminded of the theological
debates of today, and I cannot help thinking that if
theologians knew more about patristic thought, many
of these debates might be moot. I agree with aspects
of Denys' view of a pop ha tic theology, and I hope that
any discussion of the Divine has humility, realizing
that our Creator is much grander than our thought
can describe. It is my opinion that a pophatic theology
is a necessary consequence of an infinite God, and I
think that Denys has argued well to that end.
Regarding his mystical experience, I remain skeptical.
I do not think that mystical experience is impossible.
I am, however, reluctant to validate a theology
through personal experience because arguments of
this kind many times end in some sort of solipsistic
existentialism. Many mystical experiences can
become grounds for theological theories, even
contradictory ones, and belief in any one becomes an
arbitrary choice. I do not know if Denys' mystical
experience was real. He may have been deceived, or
he may have had an hallucination of some sort. At
any rate, his articulation of the unitive vision does
not conflict with orthodox interpretations of
Christianity. I, therefore, assert that it remains an
option for worship. Moreover, I admire his
exploration of apophaticism because it emphasizes
the majesty and power of God. In this modern era,
with the death of god theology and the Jesus seminar,
a return to the thoughts of the early Fathers of the
church would perhaps prove profitable.
Apophaticism and mystical theology may not hold
all of the answers to many modern theological
questions, but I cont~nd that they do hold some of
the answers. Furthermore, any discussion of current
problems in theology should take into account the
teaching of the early Fathers because a knowledge of
how the church first viewed such issues will elucidate
our understanding of them today. This clarification I
see as the role of patristic thought and, therein, the
legacy of Pseudo-Dionysius.17 •

17 I thank Monique Bos and Sarah Vos for their
editorial counsel.
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Life
By Amy Ewaldt

One: Loving
They were married in the midsummer. It was hot;
the flowers drooped while the womens' makeup
melted off. The wedding guests fanned their way
through the ceremony, distracted by the promise of
cool drinks. The couple did not mind the warmth
though. They glanced at each other again, and
smirked-earlier that week they had suffered through
the worst of the heat, sweating and sticking to each
other in the back seat of his car. The guests clapped
while the Mr. and Mrs. kissed, eyes clamped shut,
thinking. She thought, "This is forever." He thought,
"This will make me happy." They turned as one to
face the rice storm, fingers laced together.
They honeymooned in a gaudy little town, full of
horrific museums, candy stores, and cheap hotels.
The sun baked them a golden brown as they got their
fill of runny banana splits and each other. They
walked long and late into the night, ignoring the
buzzing neon lights. Their week was spent in a
romantic ferment, giggling, kissing, and discussing
furniture. They were perfectly content, and they lived
only for each other.
When the honeymoon ended, and duty prodded
them back to their city. They rented a tiny apartment
in the heart of Milwaukee, and started playing house.
As time slid by, the gold faded from their skin and
the wedding silver tarnished in the cupboard. She
stopped taking her pills, and in the sighs and rustles
of a productive evening, she became pregnant. The
family was pleased, and started arguing and placing
bets on the birth date. He doted on her now, and was
as tender as a pesky mosquito-she was moody, and
he flattered and exasperated her by turn. She lived
for ice cream sundaes, foot rubs, and As the World
turns. He just did his best to live for her.
He was nervous as he drove her to the hospital.
The roads were slick, and the leaves stormed down
from their trees in crimson currents, sticking to the
windshield. Sweat peppered his forehead as he
concentrated on the road, trying to talk to her in
soothing tones. They arrived at the hospital with ten
hours of waiting to go. She clamped her jaw shut
and braved the pain. He sucked coffee and fidgeted
in the waiting room. Sometimes he tried to thumb

through a magazine, but his stomach would not let
him sleep. And so, after ten hours of anguish, I was
born, and they both lived for me.
Two: Living

She worked full-time at the hospital, always
running, and suffering at the hands of the head nurse.
He worked part-time for his dad's construction
company and volunteered for the fire department.
Money was even tighter now, with a child and car
payments to make, so they moved in with her mom.
Grandma took care of me most of the time, and I
always felt like she loved me best. Dad would take
me out with him when he could, mostly for drives in
the red Chevy. He always searched for the back roads
that had the big hills, and I would grin at him as my
stomach did tickly things. Sometimes he would take
me to the bowling alley, but I wasn't supposed to tell
mom about that. I didn't like the bowling alley so
much; the air was dark blue and warm. He didn't
play with me there; he would talk and drink beers
with the other men, telling me to sit still and cheer
him on. I was ornery when we came home from there;
when mom got home, she knew how we had spent
our afternoon. The pictures on the kitchen calendar
changed from kittens to garden scenes. I lost my first
tooth while eating a bowl of oatmeal, grandma
stopped drinking after she fell down the back porch
stairs, and they went into debt and started fighting.
They left me at home with grandma more, so they
could go out and have some alone time together. But
their fun led to me watching her scream, him throw,
and the ceramic cookie jar shatter and camouflage
against the speckled linoleum. When I cried, they
stopped, and let the fire cool in their eyes, assuring
me that everything was okay. And I thought that it
was by the way she still snuggled me in her lap at
night, and by the way he would swing me over the
big puddles in the driveway.
He decided that he would stop volunteering at the
fire department and start working full-time. They
thought that things would be better for all of us if
there were more money coming in. It was summer
when we moved into our new apartment. I walked
up the concrete steps leading to the front door, and
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squinted at a dark haired boy standing out on his
balcony, watching me. "I'm Tony", he lisped down,
"and we're gonna be neighbors!" I shrugged my bony
shoulders and held the door for dad; Tony had black
caterpillar eyebrows, and he talked like he was a little
slow in the head. I didn't pay much attention to him
after that first encounter, although I was awestruck
by his obese mother, Sally. Sally was the apartment
gossip, and she had her recliner parked right next to
that balcony window so that she could analyze who
came and went. She won my parents with her lively
reports of the other neighbors-" And I told Mr. Mark
Spak over in 321 that he should change his name to
Mr. Mark Spic and just be done with it!" As the
scathing reports of the other neighbors were passed
on to us, stories fabricated around anything we
volunteered at Sally's were handed around to the
other neighbors. Malice was handed out as freely as
hoses and tire pumps, and I ended up liking Sally
even less than I liked her son.
We passed the summer with apartment picnics,
trips to the beach, and bug bites. The fall came, and
when I started first grade at the school across the
street, dad started commuting farther for his work,
and mom got pregnant again. They worked all day
while I was in school, and then I came home to Sally's
tyranny. Mom would rescue me half an hour later,
and we would chatter at each other until dinner. I
would pat her bulging tummy every night to check
the growth of my future sibling, while she would
gobble hard candy like a nervous turkey. Worry aged
my pixie face; they might love the new baby more
than me, and I would get even less attention. That
was the year that I began to have nightmares.
The baby was born in the heat of the summer, when
out air conditioner whirred at full blast, and the vinyl
of the car seat burned my skin. They left me at my
auntie's while they stayed at the hospital, and I was
overjoyed to spend the extra time with my two
cousins. The phone rang early the next morning, and
my auntie announced to us, "It's a girl!" I crept away
from the commotion in the kitchen, biting the dry skin
off of my lips. Auntie found me sitting in my cousins'
doorway with dried blood crusted to my mouth. She
asked me what I though about my new sister, and I
told her that I hated her. So she sent me out to play
with the boys, and my troubles were lost in making
ant farms. Later, when she tucked me into my
cousin's bed for the night, she kissed me on the
forehead and crooned, "Good night, sleep tight, don't
let the bedbugs bite." I was awake for the rest of the
evening, my stomach aching as I felt the grains of sand
and dirt on the bedsheets mutate into bedbugs
writhing beneath me.
They brought the baby home from the hospital and
over to my auntie's for a family inspection. My
grandpa hooted and slapped my dad on the back.

He had won the bet money-she was born on his
birthday. She was tiny and blotchy, and they would
not let me hold her. We drove back to the apartment
that night, and I fell asleep in the backseat of the car
with the rumble of distant thunder in my ears.

Three: Leaving
Grandma moved in with us shortly after my sister
was born. Mom and dad were still working full-time,
and someone had to look after the baby during the
weekdays. I loved having grandma around moreshe slept on the couch, wrapped in faded afghans.
She left funny notes in my lunchbox for me, and I
never had to go over to Sally's. I would creep from
my bed in the morning and sit with my back against
the couch, watching cartoons and poking my fingers
through the holes in the knitting while grandma
snored. When she woke up, we would eat breakfast
and play "Old Maid" before I had to leave for school.
She never made me think that the baby was more
important, and I felt happy again.
Dad spent every weekend working away from
home now, and sometimes he would stay away for a
full week. I missed my piggyback rides and the way
he would spin the kitchen chandelier while we ate.
Mom missed him too-sometimes I could hear her
crying at night, alone again in the double bed. She
often told me that she lived for me and my sister, and
that we made her very happy, even if her life wasn't
perfect. We didn't know that dad had been having
some pleasant weekends out of town. He was tired
of trying to do it all-be the provider, the husband,
the father-and he was relieved to be away from us.
He met a woman one night at a tavern, and started
talking to her about his jumbled life. I like to think
that she was one of those things that just happened;
he started living for himself, but never noticed. In
the lumpy motel bed, they floundered as one; he wept
as he held her, his wedding band lost in the sheets.
I was out riding my bike on the front sidewalk
when dad called me to come in for a little while. I
was hot, so I dumped my bicycle in the grass and ran
in behind him. I was happy that he was home for the
weekend, and I kissed him on the nape of his neck as
he piggybacked me up the stairs. Mom told me to sit
down on the footstool because they had something
that they wanted to tell me. Dad explained that they
didn't want to be married to each other anymore
because they weren't making each other happy. I
knew it was true because they fought a lot now, and
the kitchen counter had grown crowded with big
glass bottles. They would only stop fighting when
the baby cried, and mom would go to her while dad
would grab his keys and storm out the door. I had
that bad feeling in my stomach a lot now, as I dreamed
of falling chandeliers and broken pacifiers. I thought
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that maybe they were unhappy because of me-the
baby required most of they time, and I whined to get
the leftovers. But they told me that it wasn't my fault,
or the baby's fault. It was just the way things turned
out. Dad told me that the divorce would be just like
when he was on trips for work except that my sister
and I would come to see him now. I didn't think that
the arrangement sounded so bad, so I gave them both
a hug and asked if I could have a popsicle.
He left us shortly after that. He had drunk away
so much of their money that they had to file
bankruptcy, and auntie would bring over bags of
Spam and macaroni and cheese so that we could eat.
Grandma got more wrinkles in her forehead, and
made me play more quietly. Mom wo{ild sit in the
recliner and chain-smoke with vacant eyes; she had
thought that it would last forever-she took it for
granted that he thought the same. Her dark eyes
burned as she thought of the unpaid bills he had
racked up, the way he had concealed the affair from
her, and how he denied her pleas for marriage
counseling. She threw away all of the big bottles from
the counter and got really skinny. But even though
she looked pretty, she never smiled unless it was
forced for me or my sister. It was the first time that I
can remember mom needing us, and the baby and I
lived for her. I tried to be good and cheer her up, but
I think that she liked it best when she could be alone.
We heard from dad in the beginning, but he started
finding excuses to stay away. I would wait with my
duffle bag by the phone to hear him call and explainthe truck broke down, he was sick, or he had to work.
His memory faded and blurred just like mom's
watery mascara, and we all kept on going without

him.
Four: Learning

And so I sit here in front of the mirror, the whole
story of my parents playing through my mind again.
Fussing with my veil, I stop and think about them. I
try to see where they went wrong, try to work it out
in my mind like a deranged equation. And then I
realize their mistake-they never should have
married to begin with.
Today is a mid-autumn day, fragrant with the scent
of drying leaves and bridal bouquets. I know that
they are sitting there waiting for me-my mom in the
front row with a wad of Kleenex in her thin hand.
My dad with the "other woman", his wife these past
eleven years. My sister, who grew up to be both sad
and strong with no daddy to swing her over the
puddles. And him, the one that I live for.
We hold hands during the short ceremony, and
even in the way he presses my fingers, he expresses a
complete love for me. He knows my secret fear-that
my life will end up being like my parents, and before
we kiss, he murmurs into my ear, "This is forever." I
nod and glance at the thin lady in the front row,
wishing that she could have known the same
assurance.
The string quartet plays "The Four Seasons" as we
clamp our eyes shut and kiss: Mom is really crying
now, and we each turn to hand her a rose from my
bouquet, kissing the mascara from her cheeks. We
face our family and friends as one, lacing out fingers
together. They applaud as we walk down the wooded
aisle, kicking at leaves. •
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